HELEN

ridiculous, as to those who become famous for wit, that all
good things in their kinds are attributed to them; though the
one may have no claim to half the witticisms, and the other
may not be responsible for half the absurdities, for which they
have the reputation. It required all Lady Masham's politeness
to look pleased, and all her candour to be quite happy to be
set right as to that last anecdote. But many she had heard
of Lady Bearcroft were really incredible. 'Yet one would
almost believe anything of her.3 While she was yet speaking,
Lady Bearcroft returned, and her malicious enemy, leaning
back in her chair as if in expectation of the piece beginning,
waited for her puppet to play or be played off.

All this time Lady Cecilia was not at ease; she, well aware
what her mother would feel, and had felt, while Lady Masham
was going on with this gossip-talk, had stood between her
ladyship and Lady Davenant, and, as Lady Masham did not
speak much above her breath, Cecilia had for some time
flattered herself that her laudable endeavours to intercept the
sound, or to prevent the sense from reaching her mother's ear,
had succeeded, especially as she had made as many exclama-
tions as she could of ' Really 1' l Indeed !' c How extraordi-
nary !' cYou do not say so ?' which, & she pronounced them,
might have excited the curiosity of commonplace people, but
which she knew would in her mother's mind deaden all desire to
listen. However, Lady Masham had raised her voice, and
from time to time had stretched her neck of snow beyond
Lady Cecilia's intercepting drapery, so as actually to claim
Lady Davenant's attention. The consequences her daughter
heard and felt. She heard the tap, tap, tap of the ivory
folding-knife upon the table; and well interpreting, she knew,
even before she saw her mother's countenance, that Lady
Masham had undone herself, and, what was of much more
consequence, had destroyed all chance of accomplishing that
reconciliation with 'mamma,' that projected coalition which
was to have been of such ultimate advantage to ' papa.3

Notwithstanding Lady Bearcroft;s want of knowledge of the
great world, she had considerable knowledge of human nature,
which stood her wonderfully in stead. She had no notion of
being made sport of for the elegantes^ and, with all Lady
Masham's plausibility of persiflage, she never obtained her end,
and never elicited anything really absurd by all attempts tr
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